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In early October, the US Senate approved an amendment to the 1996 immigration law that would
suspend application of some clauses for Central Americans, making it easier for them to apply for
legal residency. The House of Representatives is also considering a bill to provide more lenient
treatment for immigrants from Nicaragua, El Salvador, and Guatemala, which could help up to
300,000 undocumented citizens from those countries avoid deportation. Meanwhile, despite some
progress for Central American immigrants in the US, immigration disputes are becoming a major
problem between Nicaragua and Costa Rica, where 500,000 Nicaraguans reside, about 70% of whom
are there illegally.
After the US immigration law took effect on April 1, the Central American countries mounted an
intense lobbying campaign in Washington to win special treatment for the hundreds of thousands
of citizens who fled the civil wars of the 1980s but who now face imminent deportation. Because of
those efforts, US President Bill Clinton promised his Central American counterparts last May that
no "mass deportations" would take place and that his administration would seek amendments to
the law to soften its impact on the isthmus (see NotiCen, 03/06/97, 04/10/97, 05/15/97).
As a result, on July 25, the Clinton administration submitted a bill to Congress that would amend
the law to allow Central American immigrants to continue to apply for permanent residency under
old rules and regulations, which were much more lenient than those included in the new law. For
example, the amendments would allow immigrants to include the years that they have spent in
deportation hearings and appeal processes as part of the ten years that they are legally required to
have lived in the US to be eligible for residency.
Under the new law, only the years prior to initiating the legal process can be counted in the 10-year
requirement. Consequently, tens of thousands of Central Americans who had been eligible for legal
residency suddenly became ineligible after April 1. "This bill would prevent the inherent unfairness
of applying new rules to old cases," said Clinton after the bill was submitted. "This proposal ensures
that certain groups of Central Americans whose cases were pending before the new immigration
law took effect would be eligible to apply for suspension of deportation under prior rules."

House proposes amendment particularly lenient for Nicaraguans
In early October, the Senate approved the amendments requested by the Clinton administration.
In large part, a major lobby by conservative groups in the US including former cabinet members
under ex-presidents Ronald Reagan and George Bush helped line up Republican support in the
Senate, where the bill passed 99-1. The pressure groups argued that Nicaraguans who came to the
US during the 1980s were embraced as allies in the war against communism, and they should not
now be cast out in the cold. Because the lobby highlighted the plight of Nicaraguans who fought
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against communism, it drew crucial support from such influential senators as Jesse Helms (R-NC),
but in the end, the amendments benefitted all Central Americans equally.
The pro-Nicaragua lobby has had an even greater impact on the House, where Republicans
have now proposed a bill that would offer even more lenient treatment than the Senate bill for
Nicaraguans, Guatemalans, and Salvadorans alike. However, the bill would have additional benefits
for Nicaraguans. The bill would allow all Nicaraguans who entered the US before Dec. 1, 1995, to
apply to become legal residents. And, it would allow Salvadorans and Guatemalans who entered
before 1990 to avoid deportation and seek legal immigrant status. On Oct. 9, Rep. Lamar Smith (RTX) who is chair of the House immigration subcommittee announced that the Republican House
leadership had agreed to the plan, which he drew up together with Rep. Lincoln Diaz-Balart (R-FL).
The proposed legislation, which Smith said would likely be approved by early November, would
give Nicaraguans the kind of special consideration that has been extended only to refugees from
Cuba. "They have been our longtime allies in the fight against communism, and they deserve
special consideration," said Smith regarding the Nicaraguans. There are no exact numbers, but US
immigration officials estimate that the total number of Central American refugees eligible for the
special consideration is about 300,000, which includes 150,000 Salvadorans, 100,000 Guatemalans,
and 40,000 Nicaraguans. Still, according to Smith, the number could be as high as 500,000 if
immediate family members of those receiving legal status are included.

Immigration problems affect Nicaraguan-Costa Rican relations
Meanwhile, in a separate but related development, Nicaragua and Costa Rica are caught in a
dispute regarding the future of 500,000 Nicaraguans who now reside in the neighboring country,
about 350,000 of whom are there illegally. The economic crisis that continues to grip Nicaragua
where unemployment affects more than 50% of the economically active population has pushed
Nicaraguans to migrate to Costa Rica, where most have found work in the agricultural and
construction sectors, and as domestic workers. Between 4,000 and 5,000 Nicaraguans are estimated
to enter Costa Rica every month in search of work. Jobs there have become an economic mainstay,
not just for the workers, but for their families back home to whom they send about US$200 million
per month in remittances.
In May, the Costa Rican government which had been deporting about 7,000 Nicaraguans per
month agreed to temporarily halt the deportation of those Nicaraguans already working in the
country to allow them to apply for temporary, or "seasonal" work permits. The reprieve will end
on Oct. 31, however, and Costa Rica so far refuses to extend the deadline, even though very few
Nicaraguans have obtained work permits. The threat of an imminent, mass deportation has strained
relations between the two countries. "There is not going to be another reprieve," warned Costa
Rican vice minister of foreign relations Rodrigo Carreras. "There is nothing to be discussed between
the Nicaraguan government and our government. Costa Rica gave the Nicaraguans a calendar
deadline, and it provided them with the means to legalize their migratory situation, but they didn't
use it." [Miami Herald, 07/25/97; Prensa Libre (Guatemala), 09/11/97, 09/27/97; Notimex, 05/13/97,
06/28/97, 08/09/97, 08/19/97, 09/17/97, 10/06/97, 10/07/97; Reuter, 04/04/97, 08/04/97, 08/30/97,
09/01/97, 09/17/97, 09/24/97, 10/09/97, 10/10/97; Spanish news service EFE, 10/03/97, 10/11/97;
New York Times, 10/11/97; La Prensa (Nicaragua), 05/14/97, 09/18/97, 09/30/97, 10/06/97, 10/08/97,
10/10/97, 10/12/97, 10/13/97]
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